1.2.
Syntactic change may be viewed as a diachronic dimension of syntactic variation, of the expansion of one syntactic variant and the decline of another. Syntactic variation is understood as the reality of pairs of linguistic entities which convey roughly equivalent messages, or perform the same (grammatical) function, but which differ on the level of expression. The members of such pairs are referred to as the weakened and the strengthened syntactic variants. The terms "weakened" and "strengthened" are modelled after the terms "weakening" and "strengthening" applied in Natural Phonology.
1 They display the following traits:
A weakened syntactic variant is formally (ie on the level of expression) less elaborate than the corresponding strengthened syntactic variant. From the speaker's point of view, it is more economical to produce, and from the hearer's point of view it is less transparent to decode. A strengthened syntactic variant is formally more elaborate than the corresponding weakened syntactic variant. From the speaker's point of view it is less economical to produce, and from the hearer's point of view it is more transparent to decode 2 .
1.3.
The preference for the strengthened or the weakened syntactic variant depends on many factors, the most obvious being pragmatic circumstances of communication, the language medium, genre, register. This preference may change in time, in the sense that one variant expands and becomes more frequent in contexts and co-situations formerly favouring the other variant. In this paper, the expansion of a weakened syntactic variant is referred to as weakening and the expansion of a strengthened syntactic variant as strengthening. 
1.4.
The working hypothesis of the research was that initially, at an early stage of syntactic change, when two compared variants still perform the same function, and their respective distribution has not been regularized, the assertion of the weakened or of the strengthened syntactic variant depends not only on pragmatic circumstances and/or stylistic considerations, but also on the grammatical content of their linguistic environment. The strengthened syntactic variant is expected to spread from relatively complex to simple grammatical environment, and the weakened syntactic variant is expected to spread from relatively simple to more complex grammatical environment.
Previous research
2.1. Since the beginning of the research (1986), the working hypothesis has been empirically tested on selected pairs of syntactic constructions. The author of this paper tested the validity of the working hypothesis on the example of Old English 1 Cf. Patricia J. Donegan, On the Natural Phonology of Vowels. New York and London: Garland
1985.
2 When referring to a group of old people, two constructions can be used, old men and women, and old men and old women. The former is less elaborate, more economical, but also ambiguous, since it can be interpreted as referring to old men and to young (=not old) women. By contrast, the latter construction is less economical, but more transparent and less prone to misinterpretation, therefore "easier" to decode. According to the definition above, they represent a weakened and a strengthened syntactic variant respectively. expanded and non expanded tenses as the first pair (1990), and Old English ge-verbs and non prefixed verbs as the second pair of variants (1994) . Of these two pairs, expanded tenses and ge-verbs were identified as the strengthened variants, whereas non expanded tenses and non prefixed verbs were identified as the weakened variants.
2.2. The analysis of each pair of syntactic variants involved the formation of two sets of samples. The basic samples consisted of clauses containing the strengthened variants, and the control samples consisted of clauses containing corresponding weakened variants. The clauses were analysed in terms of their type and propositional modality; the verbal phrases in the clauses were analysed as to tense, mood, number, and transitivity. The choice of grammatical parameters was partly influenced by the properties of the samples 4 , and partly by the potential consensus as to the simple/complex nature of their individual values.
Natural Morphology was followed in assessing the grammatical environment as complex or simple. It was presumed complex when 3rammatical categories assumed their marked values, as suggested by Mayerthaler : the affirmative propositional modality is less complex (less marked) than the non affirmative propositional modality; the present tense is less complex (less marked) than the non present tenses; the indicative mood is less complex (less marked) than the non indicative moods; the singular is less complex (less marked) than the non singular; intransitivity is less complex (less marked) than transitivity.
The non-affirmative propositional modality, the non-present tenses, the non-indicative moods, the non-singular, and intransitive verbs were consequently expected to be more frequent in basic than in control samples.
2.3. The results of the analysis of samples were compared and assessed in the light of the working hypothesis 6 . In both cases, the success rate of predictions was about 75%. That provided a solid enough basis for further elaboration and testing of the working hypothesis, but also indicated the need to re-examine some of its elements. The distribution of "favourable" and "unfavourable" results commended special caution while a) defining constructions as strengthened or weakened syntactic variants, b) pairing off different values of grammatical parameters as representing "simple" or "complex" grammatical environment.
2.4. While it seems easy to exert caution in identifying syntactic constructions as syntactic variants, and in defining them as either strengthened or weakened members of respective pairs, the issue of what constitutes simple or complex grammatical environment is more challenging. A typical question raised would be: does the present simple tense in the train leaves in an hour constitute more complex grammatical environment than in the sentence the sun rises in the east? In other words: can the complexity of (grammatical? notional?) environment, which affects the expansion of linguistic variants, be deduced from its formal markedness alone, or do semantic aspects have to be considered? To answer that, the list of potentially relevant parameters had to be expanded beyond the marked/unmarked parameter values as suggested by Natural Morphology. The author chose to examine those additional parameters which appear to be relevant in the process of pidginization and/or creolization of languages (see 3.4). Both processes, pidginization and creolization, are commonly recognized as manifesting the interdependence between the form and the content of communication (Todd 197 4, De Camp 1977 , Hudson 1980 , Bickerton 1981 .The former involves a drastic reduction of mandatory grammatical information, and renders its encodement (the form) as transparent as possible; the latter involves mandatory expression of more grammatical information (= more grammatical categories), but also economizing ( =morphologization) on its encodement, i.e. on the outer form (Hymes 1971 ).
The method applied
The new empirical study involved the following steps: a pair of syntactic constructions was selected which convey roughly the same message and perform the same function in the sentence, thus acting as syntactic variants; the two syntactic constructions were identified as the weakened and the strengthened variant respectively; the early stage of syntactic change was determined, and samples were formed representing the grammatical environment of both variants at the early and at a later stage of their assertion; grammatical parameters to be examined were selected; predictions were made as to the value of grammatical parameters in basic and control samples; the grammatical environment of syntactic variants was analysed; the results were assessed as to their compliance with the predictions and the original hypothesis of the correlation between the outer form of syntactic variants and the content of their grammatical environment.
3.1. Participial nonfinite clauses (PNF) and corresponding dependent finite clauses (DC) have all the attributes of syntactic variants: they differ on the level of expression, but convey the same message (perform the same function). Nonfinite clauses with a present participle as the predicator were chosen as the first member of the pair, and adjectival or adverbial dependent clauses which could be paraphrased as nonfinite clauses were chosen as the second member of the pair of syntactic variants. Such constructions feature both in present-day English (PE) and in Old English (OE):
PE Being a farmer, he has to get up early ( = As he is a farmer. ... ) PE 3.2. On the level of expression, a nonfinite clause is less elaborate and more economical in form, but less transparent and more difficult for the hearer to decode than the corresponding finite clause. In accordance with the definitions stated under (1), participial nonfinite clauses can be identified as the weakened, and dependent finite clauses as the strengthened syntactic variant.
3.3. The Germanic present participle was originally incapable of verbal rection and governed a genitive object like nouns. The verbal rection emerged in the Old English period, possibly supported by Latin influence, but the early glossators were still reluctant to render Latin present participle + object by a corresponding Old English construction (Kisbye 1971: 24-27 ). The Old English period can consequently be viewed as the early stage of the syntactic change involving the assertion of participial nonfinite clauses in the English language, and the present-day English period as the later stage of the same change.
Three sets of basic and control samples were formed. The first basic sample (B 1) consisted of all 114 instances of clauses containing PNF in Skeat's edition of the Old English Gospel According to St Mark (1874). The first control sample (Ct) consisted of 252 main clauses from the same text to which adverbial or adjectival clauses were subordinated. 8 The second basic sample (B2) consisted of 250 instances of PNF in Murder in the Calais Coach by Agatha Christie (1934) . The corresponding control sample (C2) consisted of 300 instances of main clauses from the same text to which adverbial or adjectival clauses were subordinated. The third basic sample consisted of all 248 PNF in the present-day English translation of the Gospel According to Mark, from the Good News Bible (1979) . The third control sample (C3) listed the environment (main clauses) of 250 instances of DC in the same text. • the syntactic function (subject, direct object, indirect object, adjunct) of the referent of the subject of the PNF or DC in the environment. In previous research, verbs were analysed as transitive or intransitive only. The parameter animate/inanimate status of the subject was included in the analysis, since it is a relevant factor in the grammar of some languages.
11
The preterite tense had been initially presumed as more complex grammatical environment than the present tense. As the results of the analyses of different samples were inconsistent and often contradictory, the verbal tense was re-examined in the light of the stative/non-stative nature of respective verbs 12 .
3.5. On the basis of the working hypothesis under (1), the following predictions were made: a) the values of grammatical parameters in the sample containing instances of Old English PNF will be different from the values of grammatical parameters in the sample containing Old English DC; b) the values of grammatical parameters in the sample containing instances of present-day English PNF will differ from the values of grammatical parameters in the sample containing instances of present-day English DC; c) the values of grammatical parameters in the samples containing Old English PNF or DC will differ from the values of grammatical parameters in the samples containing present-day English PNF or DC; d) the differences predicted above will be systematic and consistent with the theory of the correlation between the external form of linguistic variants and the grammatical content of their environment.
9 Examples: "he made a clumsy little bow, flushing a little"-the referent of the subject of the PNFhe-is the subject in the environment; "he turned his attention to the motionless figure lying in the bunk" -the referent of the subject of the PNF is the motionless figure-the indirect object in the environment; "he was carrying it out with all the zeal and ardour befitting a young officer" -the referent the zeal and ardour is part of an adjunct in the environment. IO The last three sets of parameters differ from those listed before them. Two of them were chosen to explore the relation between the internal grammatical complexity of the variants themselves and their form, the last one to examine the possibility of a cumulative nature of grammatical complexity .
II When the number distinction, which has no formal encodement in pidgin languages, becomes mandatory in Creoles, its morphologization favours humans > animates > count nouns > mass nouns and subject > direct object> indirect object> locative > genetive (Bybee 1985) . I2 In the morphologization process of tense encodement in creole languages, the primary tense system based on the opposition [ +1-anterior] is dependent on the distinction between stative and non-stative verbs. Bickerton reports that the default tense of the zero form of non-stative verbs in Creoles is simple past, whereas the default tense of the zero form of stative verbs is non-past (Bickerton 1975: 461 ) .
The analysis of samples

13
Probability rates are not listed if the frequency of the parameter value is below 1%. Statistically insignificant results (differences) are marked with (*).
A.
The 13 Px. probability rate of a given parameter value in the sample, computed as the ratio between the number of favourable events (instances of the analysed parameter assuming a particular value in the sample) and the number of all possible events (all instances included in the sample). P1-probability rate (x 100) of the parameter value in the basic sample B1; P2 -probability rate (x I 00) of the parameter value in the control sample C I; P3 _probability rate (x I 00) of the parameter value in the basic sample Bz: P4-probability rate (x 100) of the parameter value in the control sample Cz; Ps -probability rate (x I 00) of the parameter value in the basic sample B3. Po· probability rate (x 100) of the parameter value in the control sample C3.
The statistical significance of the differences was computed with the formulas (Pavlic 1985 person singular of the subject, singular of the subject, 3rd person singular + plural, animate subject, past stative verbs, past non-stative verbs, past tense in all verbs, non-stative verbs in all tenses, indicative mood, affirmative propositional modality, the referent of the subject of the PNF as the subject in the environment, the referent of the subject of the PNF as the direct object in the environment, animate subject of the PNF, singular subject of the PNF.
The following values of grammatical parameters are higher in the environment of Old English DC: 2 arguments, 3 arguments, 3rd person plural of the subject, plural of the subject, non-third persons singular + plural, inanimate subject, present stative verbs, present non-stative verbs, present in all verbs, present with future reference in all verbs, stative verbs in all tenses, non-indicative mood, non-affirmative propositional modality, the referent of the subject of the DC as the indirect object in the environment, the referent of the subject of the DC as the adjunct in the environment, inanimate subject of the DC, plural subject of the DC.
5.2.
The values of the grammatical parameters in the environment of present-day English PNF differ from the values of grammatical parameters in the environment of present-day English DC. The following values are more frequent in the environment of PNF (Bz, B3 vs Cz, C3): one argument, two arguments, singular subject, 3rd person singular + plural, animate subject, past stati ve verbs, past non-stative verbs, past in all verbs, indicative mood, affirmative propositional modality, the referent of the subject of the PNF as the subject in the environment, the referent of the subject of the PNF as the direct object in the environment, animate subject of the PNF, singular subject of the PNF.
The following values of grammatical parameters are more frequent in the environment of present-day English DC: three arguments, 3rd person singular of the subject, plural of the subject, non-third person singular + plural, inanimate subject, present stative verbs, past stative verbs, past non-stative verbs, present all verbs, stative verbs, non-indicative mood, non-affirmative propositional modality, the referent of the subject of the DC as the indirect object in the environment, the referent of the subject of the DC as the adjunct in the environment, inanimate subject of the DC, plural subject of the DC.
5.3. The differences between the values of the grammatical parameters in the environment of PNF and DC are more significant in Old English than in present-day English. The frequency of the following values of grammatical parameters are found higher in the environment of PNF in present-day English than in Old English (B 1 vs B3): three arguments, 3rd person plural, plural subject, present non-stative verbs, past stative verbs, stative verbs, and those occurring less frequently are: one argument, 3rd person singular of the subject, singular subject, present stative verbs, past non-stative verbs, non-stative verbs.
The mean number of marked values of grammatical parameters is highest in the sample containing Old English DC, and lowest in the sample containing Old English PNF. The number of marked values in the environment of PNF is in present-day English higher than in Old English. The number of marked values in the environment of DC in present-day English is lower than in Old English.
Conclusion
The hypothesis that a) participial non-finite clauses are the weakened syntactic variants of corresponding dependent finite clauses, b) the assertion of participial non-finite clauses in Old English was the early stage of a syntactic change called weakening, and c) that the assertion of participial non-finite clauses in Old English dependended on their grammatical environment is valid. The hypothesis that this assertion was initially strongest in simple grammatical environment, and later expanded to more complex grammatical environment, is valid if the following values of grammatical parameters constitute complex grammatical environment: a) more than two arguments in the clause, b) non-third persons of the subject, c) plural subjects, d) inanimate subjects, e) past tense of stative verbs and present tense of non-stative verbs, f) stativeness of verbs, g) non-indicative moods, h) non-affirmative propositional modality, i) syntactic functions indirect object and adjunct. The validity of the last hypothesis is also confirmed if the following values of grammatical parameters constitute simple grammatical environment: a) one argument in the clause, b) third person of the subject, c) singular subject, d) animate subject, e) past tense of non-stative verbs and present tense of stative verbs, f) non-stativeness of verbs, g) indicative mood, h) affirmative propositional modality, and i) syntactic functions subject and direct object.
Some of the above values of grammatical parameters have already been commonly recognized as complex or simple (marked or unmarked, see 2.). It may take more research to confirm the complexity or simplicity of others. Their frequency in the environment of strengthened or weakened syntactic variants, however, could be a valuable addition to the many factors that would eventually determine their status.
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